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Introduction
A twofold purpose informs this anthology of essays on ethnic
voters in the presidential election of 1860. First, it gathers together a great quantity of factual information about immigrants
and politics on the eve of the Civil War. Naturally, the Germans
receive the greatest amount of attention. Not only did they
rival the Irish in numbers in 1860. but they were also the most
diverse ethnic group in America. The essays of this volume also
offer much data about politicians and their perceptions of the
democratic process, about political parties and the social bases
of their support, and about political campaigning in the nineteenth century. Largely based on local sources, they offer impressive evidence that a large bloc within the American electorate
was basically unmoved by the great natio,!-al debates over slavery
and sectional interest that plunged this nation into four years
of bloody strife.
Second, and perhaps more important. the essays document
the evolution of the historical concepts and methods that have
undergirded the writing of ethnic political history during the
past half century. Present.day studies in the history of immigrant
political behavior differ radically hom their predecessors in
their assumptions about ethnicity, its components and their
relative importance; the unity of ethnic groups and their place
in American society; political issues and their impact upon the
electorate; the sources of ethnic political history; and the
methods used to discover and interpret data, both old and new.
Through the years the questions asked by historians have
also changed. The earliest writers were fundamentally concerned
with the question of whether the Germans elected Lincoln. that
is, if their votes were decisive. Subsequent historians shifted the
question to a simpler one of partisan preference-did the Germans vote overwhelmingly Republican in 1860? Much more
subtle and more significant are the later efforts to determine
xi
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how major subdivisions within the German ethnic group voted
by comparison to the total voting population or to other identifiable collectivities. Still other historians have insisted that voting
is but a part of political behavior; hence. we must continue to
ask, as the earlier historians had. if Germans or other foreignborn persons were important in the shaping of Republican or
other party platforms. strategies. nominations. and campaigns.
All the articles included here are intended to illustrate this
development of historical thought and method. With the exception of the last two essays. all have appeared in historical journals during the past four decades. They are arranged in chronologicalorder. Inevitably they are of uneven quality, but by no
means does it follow that the best essays always appeared in the
most prestigious publications.
Although historians had from time to time commented on
the relationship of ethnic voters to the election of Lincoln in
1860, it was not until 1911, when William E. Dodd wrote an
article entitled "The Fight for the Northwest, 1860," that the
problem captured the attention of American historians.l Dodd
pointed out that during the 1850s there had been a great in8ux
of German, British, and native-born settlers into the Northwest
and that the majority of them "were either hostile to slavery
or jealous of the overweening power of the South." In order to
weaken the natural alliance between the South and the Northwest, the basis of Democratic candidate Stephen A. Douglas's
support, Abraham Lincoln and the Republicans had to forge a
program attractive to the Germans and the other new settlers in
the region. Since Protestant churches, characterized by Dodd
as having been on the side of wealth and power. were unable
to provide the impetus for a radical antislavery program, the
Republicans were forced to turn to "worldly-wise" appeals for
high tariffs and free homesteads. Republican idealism was thus
sacrificed in order to win the Northwest and to defeat the
Southern strategy of carrying the election into the House of
Representatives.
1. AmeTican Historical Review 16 auly 1911): 774-88.
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Dodd attributed a vital influence to tbe Germans in tbe
election of Lincoln. Three states, he averred. "would have given
their electoral votes to Douglas but for the loyal support of the
Gennans and other foreign citizens led by Carl Schurz, Gustav
Koerner," and others. Moreover. he wrote, the property interests
of the foreign-born voters "had not overcome their idealism";
they "saw in Lincoln. despite his silence or quiet disclaimers. the
champion of the essential American ideals of human equality
and freedom." According to Dodd. one vote in twenty switched
from Lincoln to Douglas would have lost the Northwest to the
Democrats. The votes of the "foreigners" made the difference.
"The election of Lincoln and. as it turned out, the fate of the
Union," concluded Dodd, "were thus determined not by native
Americans but by voters who knew least of American history
and institutions."
Despite the widespread acceptance it gained, Dodd's analysis
was based on scanty evidence by todays standards. His assertion
tbat the foreign-born vote was decisive requires evidence, first,
that the "foreigners" did indeed vote Republican in 1860, and
second. that their electoral preference was notably more Republican than that of the total voting population. To illustrate,
if it is established that both native and foreign-born citizens in
a given state voted 75 percent Republican. it can hardly be said
that the vote of the foreign-born was distinctive. Moreover. in
order to establish its decisive character, Dodd would have had
to demonstrate that their votes in 1860 were significantly more
Republican than they had been in the previous elections of 1858
or 1856. If, for example. 90 percent of the German voters in the
Northwest voted Republican in the earlier contests as well as
in 1860. again their votes can hardly be termed decisive. They
would have been no more or no less significant than the votes
of any other durable component of the Republican coalition,
such as native-born farmers. Methodist abolitionists. and the
like. Finally, Dodd assumed without evidence that the Germans
responded to the leadership of Carl Schurz and other ethnic
leaders and that they were moved to vote for Lincoln by their
idealistic opposition to the evil that was slavery.

xiv
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During the decade following the publication of Dodd's essay,
his views found places in other interpretations of Lincoln and
his times. A widely read book on the history of American immigration written by George M. Stephenson accepted most of Dodd"s
thesis but added an important emphasis on issues other than
slavery. As an immigration historian" Stephenson was keenly
aware of the importance of the nativistic Know-Nothingism that
infected the 1850s. He also admitted that proposals for homestead
legislation were potent among foreign-born voters. Yet he agreed
that these matters were "eclipsed by the anti-slavery agitation.'".
The traditional interpretation of the ethnic voter in Lincoln's
election is summed up in the first article in this volume. Published in 1932, it was written by Donnal V. Smith, at that time
a recent Ph.D. graduate of the University of Chicago. Concerned
primarily with national politics, he offers a useful summary of
factual information at that level. Smith's account is the familiar
one: because of their aversion to slavery. the foreign-born voters
of the Northwest moved en masse into Republican columns in
1860, dependent, as they were, on a few capable leaders like
Carl Schurz, Gustave Koerner, August Willich, Nicholas Rusch,
and Henry Scholte "to translate and explain political questions
to them."
Smith's article epitomizes the assumptions, concepts, and
methods of that generation of historians as they analyzed ethnic
political behavior. Smith relied extensively on secondary sources,
on newspapers oriented toward national issues, and on elitist
evidence, such as the letters. memoirs, and papers of major figures,
notably Schurz and Koerner. Repeatedly stressing that the Germans voted as a bloc at the direction of their leaders, he assumes
that their campaign efforts were powerful creators of Republican
votes. Such evidence as Schurz's extravagant self-praise is taken
at face value. Moreover, few distinctions are made among the
foreign-born generally, and sectional differences within ethnic
groups are overlooked. National issues, such as slavery, home2. George M. Stephenson. A. History of A.merican Immigratirm, 1820-19M
(Boston: Ginn" Co., 1926). pp. 118-!!. This wod. was reiasued by Ruaell "
Russell. Inc., in 1964.
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stead legislation, and federal support for railroad construction,
are assumed to have had vitality for foreign-born voters, while
ethnocultural issues like nativism and prohibition are considered
to have been of little consequence because Lincoln and his supporters had cleansed the Republican record on this score in their
national platform and in their speeches and correspondence.
Ending his article with an analysis of population figures and
votes in the northwestern states, Smith rests his mncluuon on
hi,S calculations that the number of adult males of foreign birth
in each of the states in question exceeded the margin of Lincoln's
victory. Like William E. Dodd, he argues that without the vote
of the "solidly united" foreign-born, "Lincoln could not have
carried the Northwest, and without the Northwest••.• he would
have been defeatedf' However, the fact that the number of foreign·bom voters exceeded Lincoln's margin of victory in the
Northwest has no special significance; the same could be said
of many other ethnic, occupational, nativity. income, education.
or age groups. Thus Smith's article, entirely typical of ethnic
political analyses of a half century ago. introduces no time dimension to illustrate trends and permits no comparisons of ethnic
preferences with other groups or with the voting population in
general.
The earliest detailed examinations of Getman political behavior at the state level came in Iowa. Frank I. Herriott published
several extended essays on the subject in the Annals of Iowa, the
Jahrbilcher der Deutsch-Amerikanischen Gesellschaft von Illinois,
and elsewhere just before World War I. His studies provided
the groundwork for a master's thesis completed in 1940 by
Charles Wilson Emery at the University of Iowa. Originally pub.
lished in the Annals of Iowa, Emery's article is the second in this
anthology.
Emery intended no revisionism. Entirely conventional in his
approach. he made extensive use of local newspapers. Although
he discusses the German-language preIS in general terms, he does
not use it as a source; but he assumes that it was an accurate
index. of the political opinions of its readers. He observes few
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religions or social distinctions among the immigrants and accepu
the standard assumptions regarding ethnic bloc voting and the
political effectiveness of the German leaders. Yet Emery's effort
is noteworthy for two reasons, one relating to issues, the other
as a timid venture into quantitative methods.
Perhaps unintentionally, Emery demonstrates that, contrary
to the accepted view, slavery was not an issue of major importance
to the Iowa Germans. What loomed large in their minds, especially in 1859, were nativism, homestead legislation, and the
protection of foreign-born citizens when they traveled abroad.
However, since the traditional methods usually measure the salience of issues by their treatment in the newspapers, Emery was
led to underestimate the vitality of issues such as prohibition
that were related to the clash of cultural values between immigrant groups and the host or receiving society.
At the end of his rather discursive study, Emery asserts that
the most accurate method of determining the political behavior
of the Germans is to compare the election data of precincts with
heavy German population with similar units having a constituency of largely native-born persons. His data, though treated in
an unsystematic fashion, demonstrate that in the precincts selected the Germans voted much as did the native-born. Although
Emery did not modify the major part of his study in the light of
this discovery, he found that the Germans did not actually vote
as a bloc-by no means did all of them prefer the Lincoln candidacy. He concludes that "while the German vote was important
in Iowa in 1860, it was not essential to a Republican victory."
Though inconsistent in conception and crude in its analysis of
quantitative data, Emery's study represents something of a breakthrough. But since it was a graduate-student effort published in
a minor journal, it went almost unnoticed by later historians,
save tbose working \\ith Iowa sources.
In the year following the publication of Emery's article,
loseph Schafer, superintendent of the State Historical Society
of Wisconsin, drew upon his intimate knowledge of his state
and its German immigrants to assess the importance of the ethnic
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vote in 1860.3 By comparing manusaipt census data with election
records, he was led to conclude that "Lincoln would have won
in Wisconsin if all German votes had been given to Douglas, as
doubtless five·sixths of them were."
Schafer's attack, published in the American Historical Review,
centers on the traditional assumption that the Germans were a ho·
mogeneous group who uniformly followed the leadership of their
elite. The ordinary German immigrant, as Schafer points out,
was conservative. religiously oriented in his values. loyal to his
established attachments. and therefore thoroughly antipathetic
to the goals and purposes of those articulate. politically active
idealists. the so-called Forty·eighters. of whom the dynamic but
"never overmodest" Carl Schurz was the best known. The adherence of these anticlerical. freethinking liberals to Republicanism was clear-cut. but their number was small and their ability
to persuade the typical German immigrant was slight. Schafer
shows that Catholic Germans, who experienced Know-Nothing
enmity during the 18505. could not support the Republican party
because they perceived it as the heir of the nativist tradition.
Moreover. he also demonstrates that townships dominated by
the German Reformed or by German Lutherans preferred the
Democratic candidate.
Though Schafer's argument is cogent and his style urbane.
his analysis of voting data is unsophisticated, Highly selective in
his choice of townships, he offers only a limited sampling of
immigrant electoral data. Nor does he analyze changes over
time. Yet his analysis is appropriately based on local sources; it
distinguishes the interests of the elite from those_of the masses;
and it recognizes that ethnoreligious characteristics are important correlates of voting behavior.
Schafer's article brought a quick rebuttal from Jay Monaghan
of the Illinois State Historical Library. In a brief essay he asserts
3. Among JOlieph Schafer's major rontributions to American immigration
history are a biography. CaTI Schun. Militant Liberal (Madison, Wis.: State
Historical Society of Wisconsin, 1930). and his translation and edition Intinl4te Letter 01 CaTI Schun, 1841-1869 (Madison. Wis.: State Historical Society
of Wisconson. 1928).
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that Illinois data offer no reason to abandon the traditional
interpretation of Republican voting among Germans in 1860.
As if troubled by the implications of Schafer's attack for the
political perspicacity of Lincoln and other national leaders, he
asks, 'Was Lincoln basing his appreciation of the German vote
on a false assumption?" Indeed he was, we would reply today,
if he assumed that the conservative Germans voted en bloc at
the bidding of liberals like Carl Schurz, whose alleged boast that
he could deliver 300,000 Gennan votes to the Republican party
should have been questioned by any astute politician.
In his defense of the traditonal view, Monaghan limits himself largely to evidence drawn from Saint Clair County, a center
of German population immediately east of Saint Louis, Missouri.
His association of demographic and electoral data suggests that
Illinois Germans, in contrast to those of Wisconsin, preferred Lincoln to Douglas. He concludes with the observation that the
liberal traditions of the Saint Clair Germans and the urban residence of Chicago Germans may account for their Republican
proclivities.
In an article published in 1942 in the Mississippi Valley Historical Review, Andreas Dorpalen, now a professor of modern
German history at Ohio State University, attacked the traditional
notion that the Germans were highly motivated in their political
behavior by the slavery issue. Drawing deeply from the well of
economic "determinism," the dominant interpretive schema of
the times, Dorpalen argued that vital political issues were only
those with a capacity to affect the voter's economic well-being.
His research convinced him that slavery was not an issue that
impinged in any significant way upon the majority of Gennan
voters in the United States and that consequently they were indifferent to the institution and the debates that raged over it.
Rather, they were influenced by conditions related to their residence in the South, Northeast, or Northwest, to urban or rural
residence, or to occupation. Thus, the voting behavior of the
immigrant was not shaped by moralistic ideologies but conformed
instead to that of other persons in the same region. community.

Introduction

:xix.

or occupation whose economic circumstances paralleled his own.
Therefore, Dorpalen concludes, German voters could not be expected to have followed leaders who sought to unite them under
Republican opposition to slavery and its extension. Rather, they
voted strongly Democratic in some communities, and strongly
Republican in others. Dorpalen asserts finally that Lincoln, in·
deed, required German support to win the election, but that "the
Germans did no more to assure Lincoln's victory than did their
American.bom neighbors." In short. their voting behavior was
not distinctive; consequently, ethnicity was not an important correlate of electoral decisions.
The importance of Dorpalen's article lies in its insistence on
a comparative dimension. The politics of an immigrant group
cannot be studied in isolation; it must be related to that of others,
notably native Americans. If the majority of the voters in a given
area voted strongly for Lincoln, one may expect Germans to have
displayed similar tendencies; if a given occupational group per.
ceived that their economic interests could be advanced by voting
for Stephen A. Douglas, German members of that group are like·
ly to have agreed. This view implicitly recognizes the force of
social pressure felt by immigrant peoples to conform to the behavior patterns and value systems of the host society.
Ironically, Dorpalen's emphasis on the importance of ec0nomic issues, the central thrust of the article, is less convincing.
He dismisses nativism in one paragraph and gives no attention
whatever to the ethnocultural issues of prohibition, sabbatarianism, and education. He properly downgrades slavery as an issue
for the ordinary German voter and he effectively challenges the
idea that the leadership elite, specifically, Carl Schurz. could deliver the German vote en bloc to the Republican party. But his
rigid adherence to an economic interpretation distorts his assessment of the issues affecting the German element in 1860.
It remained for a geographer skilled in demographic analysis
to produce the finest of the early state studies of German voting
in 1860. In an article published in 1947. Hildegard Binder John-
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ments that usually reflected the activities. interests, and values
of prominent persons. As a privileged stratum of society, the elite
were seen to have had interests and goals different from those
of the masses. National issues associated with presidential history
and politics were increasingly distinguished from those that animated politics on the local level. Group conflicts and intragroup
differences were explored as social, religious, and ethnocultural
characteristics were investigated. Among the leaders of this movement were Lee Benson. Samuel P. Hays. Allan G. Bogue, and
their students.' During the 19605 their number was sl'o'-elled by
many other historians who familiarized themselves with the mysteries of sociology and statistical analysis.
New studies treating ethnic political behavior have also been
produced. Inevitably their point of view has tended to shift from
the ethnic leaders to the common people-often impoverished,
poorly educated, linguistically handicapped immigrants trying
to succeed in a strange, new land. Instead of emphasizing the
individual ethnic groups and their activities and accomplishments, the new studies seek to discover the place of these collectivities in the larger social structure. recognizing that each had
its legitimate group interests. Among the questions reopened
for fresh analysis was the role of the Germans in the election of
Lincoln.
7. Lee Benson's extended essay, "Research Problems in American Political
Historiography," has been especially influential. It appears in Common Frontiers in the Social Sciences, ed. Mirra Komarovsky (Glencoe, Ill.: Free Press.
1957), pp. ll!l--88. See also portions of his Concept 0/ Jacluonian Democmcy:
New York as a Test Case (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Prell5, 1961).
Samuel P. Hays's work in this field has appeared in the fonn of articles.
See especially his "History as Human Behavior." Iowa Journal of Hi&tory
58 Guly 1960): 1911-206; "The Social Analysis of American Political History,"
Political Science Quarterly 80 (September 1965): 878--94; "The Politics of
Reform in Municipal Government in the Progressive Era," Pacific Northwest
Quarterly 55 (October 1964): 157-69; "Political Panies and the CommunitySociety Continuum," in The American Party Systems: Stages of Political
Development, ed. William Nisbet Chambers and Walter Dean Burnham.
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1967), pp. 152-81. Allan G. Bogue has
produced an important historiographical essay, "United States: The 'New'
Political History," Journal 0/ Contemporary History 8 Ganuary 1968): ~27,
and has sponsored much fruitful research in this field among his graduate
students, including the Daniels and Swierenga contributions to this anthology.
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The first of these studies was produced in 1962 by George H.
Daniels. then a graduate student at the University of Iowa.
now a professor of history at Northwestern University. Daniels's
new orientation is immediately apparent. He is not interested
in the Germans per se; they are merely the most numerous and
most important of the several nativity groups whose political
preferences he seeks to discover. Moreover, his quantitative approach permits meaningful comparisons between Germans and
other native- and foreign·bom groups. Thus, Daniels is able
to show that Iowa voters born in the Middle Atlantic states were
most consistently Republican, while Germans, Irish, and Southerners were clearly Democratic.
To support his contention that Iowa Germans voted Democratic, Daniels then turns to traditional sources on the local level
to discover issues that may explain their preferences. These he
finds in nativism and prohibition, both linked in the popular
mind with the Republican party. Slavery, by contrast, was an
issue that had salience chiefly for the intellectual elite among
the Germans. The ordinary immigrant, he argues, was more
concerned about his personal liberty than he was about the freedom of distant Negro slaves of whom he knew nothing. Daniels
warns that "the masses do not necessarily vote the way their
spokesmen are campaigning, and that contemporary opinion,
including that of newspapers, is a poor guide." In an effort to
explain the tendency of German voters in Dubuque and Davenport to vote Republican. he adapts Dorpalen's theory of conformity. Since rural Germans had minimal contact with other
persons, they retained their traditional attachment to the Democratic party; urban Germans, by contrast, had the necessary interpersonal contacts necessary for them to discover the norms
of the dominant Republican population.
Daniels's methodology is notably more sophisticated than that
of his predecessors. He insists that only data of adult males
(rather than of the total population) be used in connection with
units no larger than the township or precinct if reliability is to
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be achieved. 8 Nevertheless. he is not as systematic as he might
have been. Precise nativity data are not recorded for any of his
groups; the reader is left to gather visual impressions from his
appended tables, even though several simple correlational devices might have strengthened his case significantly. Yet Daniels's
study represents a major step forward in the conceptualization
and methodology used in the study of immigrant political be.
havior.
Raben P. Swierenga. another scholar trained at the University of Iowa. specifically attacks the traditional notion that
immigrant voters adhered closely to the political counsel of their
leaders. In an article published in 1965. he draws upon his intimate knowledge of the Dutch immigration and Dutch-language
sources to explore the relationship between the Reverend Henry
P. Scholte. a Dutch Reformed minister. and his followers in the
Netherlands settlement at Pella. Iowa. during the 1850s and
climaxing in the election of 1860.
Swierenga shows that at first the colonists were.indeed largely
dependent upon Scholte for guidance in political matters. Although he had been fundamentally in sympathy with the principles of the Whig party, the clergyman had led his Dutch followers into consistent voting for the Democracy because of the
nativism and prohibitionism which he detected among the
Whigs. In 1859. however, Scholte abandoned the party of Democratic President James Buchanan, whose stand on the slavery
issue had become a major source of disillusionment, and supponed the newly formed Republican party after it had tried to
dissociate itself from Know-Nothingism and had endorsed measures favorable to immigrant farmers. such as homestead legislation. Yet, despite Scholte's well-known activity in behalf of the
Republican cause, the Dutch voters of the Pella colony refused
to follow his example. Swierenga's analysis of the election data
reveals that they continued to vote Democratic in 1859 as strong8. Cf. George A. Boeck. "A Historical Note on the Uses of Census Re·
turns," Mid-America 44 (January 1962): 46-50. Although they worked independently of each other, Daniels and Boeck arrived at similar conclusions
regarding the use of census data.
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ly as before. Moreover, the Democratic majority among these
ethnic voters was only slightly diminished in 1860 when Lincoln
was the Republican candidate. Swierenga concludes that the
initial power of the ethnic leader to control immigrant ballots
was clearly short-lived.
Although Swierenga makes use of quantitative methods elsewhere,lI his analysis of demographic and electoral data in this
study is of the simplest kind because the problem involved but
one township. The article is significant rather for the way it
illustrates the need for historians to stop guessing. as Schafer
had warned a quarter century earlier, and to examine evidence
from the lowest level-the township, ward, and precinct. Finally,
Swierenga stresses that even issues burdened with implications
for ethnocultural conflict may have minimal impact upon voters
because of the tenacity with which most persons hold to their
established habits of voting.
If immigrant voters, like the native-born. are frequently impervious to issues. including those that may impinge directly upon
their personal interests, other, more basic conditioners of political
behavior must be sought out and identified. Voter analyses, for
example. have frequently indicated that Catholic Germans regularly voted more strongly Democratic than Protestant Germans;
if similar patterns are discovered in the behavior of Catholics
of other ethnic groups, such as the Irish or Bohemians, one might
suspect that religious belief, rather than ethnicity. is the underlying factor in the formation of deeply rooted partisan attachments. Possibilities for such a religious polarization are explored
by Paul Kleppner in his article on immigrant voting in Pittsburgh in the election of 1860.
Published in 1966. this essay is a model of cogent writing
based on systematic research. The author. who studied with
Samuel P. Hays at the University of Pittsburgh, introduces a comparative dimension. not in terms of time and space. but in the
9. See his Pioneers and PrOfits: Land Speculation on the Iowa Frontier
(Ames, Iowa: Iowa State University Press, 1968): he is allO editor of Quantification in American History: Theory and Research (New York: Atheneum.
1970).
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statement of potentially verifiable hypotheses and in the sophisticated analysis of statistics. His basic purpose is simply to test
in a systematic fashion the traditional interpretation that the
German voters supported the Republican party in 1860.
Kleppner first establishes the fact that the Republican party
did indeed court German voters with a variety of campaign
issues and techniques that were assumed to be effective among
them. Next, he compares electoral and demographic data. His
first table reveals that the wards most heavily populated by German immigrants registered large majorities for Lincoln. Since
no other clear pattern emerges from a visual inspection of the
data, conventional research would have terminated at this point
and the traditional view would have been substantiated. Kleppner, however, recognizes that this interpretation of the data is
essentially superficial, since it establishes only the undisputed
fact that an unknown proportion of the Pittsburgh Germans
voted for Lincoln. It falsely assumes that the Germans voted Republican in roughly the same proportion as the total voting population. In order to clarify the relationship, Kleppner introduces
the Pearson coefficient of correlation. This device, common
enough among social and behavioral scientists but until recently
almost totally ignored by historians, may indicate (though not
prove) the degree of association between two variables, in this
case, German voters and Republican votes. Cot'Jlicients obtained
from the Pittsburgh data indicate a negative relationship between
the two variables, the reverse of the impression gained through
a visual examination of the data. This discovery implies that the
Republican majorities in the German wards were supplied largely
by the non-German residents and that, by comparison to other
voters, the Germans actually preferred the Democratic candidate.
Further examination of the data, however, led Kleppner to
suspect that a more significant variable than ethnicity lay hidden
within the ethnic data-one related to religious belief. Since reliable statistics of church membership are extraordinarily difficult to acquire, the systematic testing of this variable demanded
unusual research efforts. Ultimately, Kleppner assigned percentages to Catholic and Protestant German and Irish populations

Introduction

xxvii

in each of Pittsburgh's wards as well as to the total Catholic and
Protestant population. These data, when associated with partisan
preferences, produced coefficients of exceptional magnitude, and
permitted the author to state an alternative hypothesis to de.
scribe the ethnic voting behavior in Pittsburgh in 1860: "German·
American and Irish-American Protestants were more likely to
vote for Lincoln than were their fellow countrymen of the Roman Catholic faith." Thus, what had appeared to be an ethnic
response to political stimuli was in reality a refiection of religious attitudes.
The final portion of Kleppner's article explores possible explanations for a religious polarization. He finds them in the
Know-Nothing movement in Pittsburgh during the 18505. Its
nativism was subsequently fused with temperance agitation,
sabbatarianism. and abolitionism in the ideology of moral
stewardship assumed by the Republican party. The anti-Catholic
orientation of these consolidated movements encouraged Catholics of all ethnic groups to continue their habits of voting Democratic, while Protestants, who perceived no threat in the moralism
of the Republicans. freely supported the candidacy of Abraham
Lincoln.lO
Two previously unpublished essays complete this anthology
of articles on ethnic voting in the presidential election of 1860.
The first is by Ronald P. Formisano, who has here adapted
materials from a book on the formation of mass political parties
in Michigan from 1829 to 1861.11 As a social analyst of political
10. For a greatly expanded investigation into the ethnic, religiOUS, social,
and economic correlates of pOlitical behavior in PittsbUrgh during the 18505,
see Michael F. Holt, Forging a Majority: The Formation of the Republican
Party in PittsbuTgh, 1848-1860 (New Haven. Conn.: Yale University Press.
1969). Paul Kleppner has developed and extended his theories in his book
Cross 0/ Culture: The Social Analysis of Midwestern Politics, 1850-1900
(New York: Free Press, 1970). Here he relates partisan preferences to contrasting religiously oriented value systems. The pietistic. evangelistic tradition
with its emphasis on right behavior is associated with RepUblican voting.
while the ritualistic orthodoxy of the Catholic church and certain Protestant
denominations. chiefty Gennan Lutheran, with their great stress on right
belief, is associated with Democratic voting.
11. The FOTming of American Mass Parties: Michigan, 1829-1861 (prince·
ton, N.J.: Princeton Univenity Press. forthcoming).
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history, Formisano identifies a wide variety of variables that act
in concert to influence voting decisions. Among these, he finds
that religious heritage and ethnicity were among the most powerful shapers of party loyalty. Each of Michigan's ethnic groups
that was numerous or concentrated enough for meaningful study
is discussed, and party preferences are identified and explanations for central tendencies offered.
Formisano's findings correspond closely to those of other state
studies. Both Lutheran and Catholic Germans in rural areas remained loyal to the Democracy in 1860, while other Protestants
and the freethinking liberals were attracted to Republicanism.
Irish Catholics were uniformly Democratic despite intraparty
problems. The Dutch generally retained Democratic majorities,
although there was a gradual erosion during the decade of the
18505. Recent British immigrants displayed formidable antiDemocratic tendencies.
The methods of election analysis employed by Formisano are
not systematic compared to the standard set by Kleppner. The
required data are not always available and the problems connected with the acquisition of statistics for a statewide analysis
of this kind are stupendous. Yet, whenever possible, Formisano
identifies trends over time as he samples units across the state.
In his effort to discover reasons for the behavior revealed by
the election data, Formisano repeatedly finds them related to
religious belief. In this respect his study dosely resembles KlepFner's. Both suggest, one explicitly. the other implicitly. that the
religious factor ultimately conditioned political behavior in a
more fundamental way than et!J.nicity did. Issues, such as nativism
and temperance, assumed importance to the extent that they
were related to ethnoreligious value systems. Thus, Formisano
also finds that the importance of abolitionism as an issue for
ethnic voters has been greatly exaggerated.
A special value of Formisano's essay is his warning that voting
behavior is a vastly complicated phenomenon. Neither religion
nor ethnicity works independently, he reminds us, nor do socioeconomic status, education, residential factors, or rate or degree
of assimilation. Since few of these variables are subject to accur-
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ate measurement, historians must guard against the tendency to
attribute importance only to those agents for which he has data.
The final contribution in this anthology is by James M.
Bergquist, an associate professor at Villanova University whose
specialty is American immigration history. Unlike those scholars
who approach the problem from the point of view of the larger
society of which ethnic groups were component parts, Bergquist
concentrates on the experience of one group. the Germans, in
the state of Illinois. Keenly aware of their heterogeneity and the
diversity of their institutions. the author traces the changing
character of the German community during the decade preceding
the outbreak of the Civil War. He examines the political attitudes
of the Germans, as revealed by their press, toward the KansasNebraska Act, free soil. the leadership of Stephen A. Douglas,
homestead legislation, nativism, temperance, and other issues
that impinged upon German interests.
Bergquist's interest in German political involvement extends
well beyond voting behavior. He describes the ways in which
German immigrant leaders were able to influence the character
of the political parties during a decade of flux and transition.
His central thesis is that largely because of German influence. the
Republican party of Illinois (unlike that of certain other states)
developed without the stigmas of nativism and prohibitionism.
Its platform was shaped to conform to German immigrant attitudes. The Germans of Illinois were thus free, according to
Bergquist, to abandon the Democracy of Stephen A. Douglas
for the new party of Abraham Lincoln.
Bergquist's examination of election data led him to conclude
that, after the political realignment began in 1854.60 to 65 percent of the Illinois Germans voted Republican. Moreover, their
preferences in 1860 marked "no striking change" from their behavior in the previous election of 1858. Like other scholars. Bergquist finds diversity in political behavior among Germans to be
related to religious belief. Catholics were the most strongly Democratic; Lutherans were somewhat more susceptible to Republican
persuasion between 1856 and 1860; statistics for other religious
groups do not permit generalizations. The author likewise sug-
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gests that there were regional differences within the state as he
compares data from the Chicago area with those of Saint Clair
County and vicinity. Throughout his analysis, he employs evidence drawn from the smallest possible local units. Bergquist
concludes that the most significant effect the Illinois Gennans
had on the political process was not due to their distinctive
voting habits but rather to their ability to in8uence the Republi.
can party in its adoption of policies and nomination of candidates acceptable to them. In that way. he believes. the Germans
in8uenced the "course of events far beyond what their numbers
alone warranted."
This review has summarized the assumptions. concepts, and
methods used by historians in their analyses of ethnic politics
in the pre-Civil War years. In contrast to the earlier or tra·
ditional interpretations, recent studies have been based upon
intensive analyses of local-level sources of both an impressionistic and a quantitative character. They have been skeptical of the
assertions of ethnic leaders and their ability to persuade immigrant voters. They stress the importance of issues related to
religious and cultural conflicts rather than of nationally oriented
issues infused with an ideology which spoke chiefly to native-born
citizens. They dismiss the old assumptions about ethnic bloc
voting. especially among the Germans. Indeed. they question
the importance of ethnicity itself as a correlate of political behavior. interpreting it rather as a cloak disguising more important
religious and cultural variables.
Above all. contemporary scholars are insisting upon appro.
priate comparative dimensions to ethnopolitical studies: comparisons in time and space; comparisons with the larger society
and with other groups within the larger society; comparisons
with smaller religious, economic, social, and regional identities
within the ethnic group. Such analyses, recent scholars have dis·
covered. cannot be made without the systematic ordering of
quantitative evidence.
More intensive studies of individual communities, both urban
and rural. need to be undertaken if valid generalizations are to
be made about ethnic voters in the election of Lincoln. Certainly

Introduction

xxxi

immigrants must be analyzed as parts of the larger social context.
as Merle Curti has done in his pioneering study of a frontier
county in Wisconsin. and they must be placed solidly within the
context of political history. as in Michael Holt's recent examination of party formation in Pittsburgh from 1848 to 1860.12 Little
systematic research has been done. for example, on the large
German communities of the 1850s in New York, Philadelphia.
and Cincinnati. Although the votes of Indiana Germans in 1860
have been recently analyzed on a township basis, data from
Ohio, the oldest state of the Old Northwest, remain to be studied
in a comprehensive fashion. 13 Moreover, little is known of the
political behavior of the significant groups of Germans in the
Southern states of Louisiana and Texas. How do they compare
with the Gennans of the border slave states of Missouri, Kentucky, and Maryland or of the Northern states of Pennsylvania
and New York? Past research has revealed patterns of ethnic
political behavior to be closely related to religious belie£. Will
similar patterns emerge from data about the class, occupation,
12. Merle Curti et aI., The Making of an American Community: .A. CIISe
Study 0/ Democracy in a Frontier County (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1959); Holt, Forging a Majority.
For an early consideration of the urban·rural factor, see "Urban and
Rural Voting in the Election of 1860," by Ollinger Crenshaw, in Histori.
ography and Urbaniuzlion: ways in AmeriC'lln History in Honor of W. Stull
Holt, ed. by Eric F. Goldman (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univenity Press,
1941), pp. 4~.
13. Thomas John Kelso, "The German·American Vote in the Election of
1860: The Case of Indiana with Supporting Data from Ohio" (Ph.D. dis.,
Ball State University, 1967). Like most of the other recent studies, Kelso's
analysis shows that in 1860 an increase in the proportion of Gennan voters
on the township level paralleled higher percentages of votes cast for the
Democratic candidate. He attributes the Democratic voting of the Indiana
German to fears of nativism, temperance agitation, and abolitionism which
they associated with the Republican party. A time dimension to comparable
data is supplied by E. Duane Elbert, "Southern Indiana Politics on the Eve
of the Civil War, 1858-1861" (Ph.D. diss., Indiana University, 1967). He
finds that, while there was an extensive shift in the votes of Indiana Gennans
from the Democratic party in 1858 to the Republican pany in 1860, the
majority of them still remained with the Democracy, even though seven·
eighths of the German-language newspapers of Indiana had switched to the
Republican party. Thus both studies challenge the traditional thesis that
the Gennan vote was crucial to the election of Lincoln in 1860.
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education. and mobility of immigrants? If these and similar questions are to be answered. immigration historians need to equip
themselves with the conceptual and methodological tools of the
social analysts. just as political historians must make new efforts
to understand the language. the culture. the attitudes, and value
systems of immigrant peoples.

